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The City of Wilmington, located in New Hanover 
County, is defined by the Cape Fear River and the 
Atlantic Ocean.  This setting lends itself to recreational 
opportunities such as surfing, sailing, kayaking, and 
skateboarding.  Until recently, however, bicycling safely 
around Wilmington proved to be quite a challenge.  While 
Wilmington still has a long way to go, the City is taking 
a step in the right direction with two evolving bikeways: 
the River to the Sea Bikeway and the Cross-City Trail. 
This article focuses on the River to the Sea Bikeway (the 
Bikeway), an 11-mile on- and off-road bicycle route that 
runs from downtown Wilmington to Wrightsville Beach. 
The Bikeway is comprised of multiple segments that fit 
together and adapt to the specific urban context – congested 
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improvements of roadway crossings, and 58% wanted 
improved connections between nearby homes, stores, and 
offices.  Also, 40% of respondents who make less than 
10% of their trips by bicycle reported a preference to cycle 
more often.
Partnerships Make the Bikeway Happen
To respond to these community desires, multiple 
partnerships were created between public, non-profit, 
and private organizations and agencies throughout the 
Wilmington region.  The City’s Transportation Division, 
the lead agency in constructing the Bikeway and Cross- 
City Trail, partnered with public agencies including the 
Obesity Prevention Initiative at the University of North 
Carolina Wilmington (UNCW), the County’s health 
department and parks and gardens department, the WMPO, 
the public transportation authority, and two neighborhood 
organizations: The Residents of Old Wilmington and the 
Bottom Neighborhood Association. Non-profit partners 
included Cape Fear Cyclists (the local cycling group), 
several committees dedicated to facility improvement, and 
healthy eating and lifestyle activist groups.  In addition, 
partnerships were formed with local bicycle shops 
including Two Wheeler Dealer, Bike Cycles, Long Leaf 
Cycles, and Try Sports.
These groups worked together to form a coalition to 
address bike-ped issues in Wilmington.  The development 
roadway, sidewalk, park-like setting – in which they are 
found.  Successfully linking downtown Wilmington would 
have not been possible without community input and a 
unique partnership between transportation agencies, the 
public health community, and other private and non-profit 
organizations.  
Soliciting Community Input
The Cape Fear Commutes 2035 Committee, which 
manages the long-term transportation plan for the 
Wilmington-area Metropolitan Planning Organization 
(WMPO), worked hard to develop a survey for area 
residents from January to March 2009.  The purpose of this 
survey was to ascertain the community’s transportation 
needs and values, solicit new ideas for transportation 
projects, and gauge public opinion regarding alternative 
funding sources for such projects.  
The responses from community members regarding 
bicycle and pedestrian facilities were overwhelmingly 
positive.  When asked how the City could encourage people 
to bicycle more often, 71.9% of respondents wanted more 
off-road multi-use paths constructed, while 68.6% wanted 
more on-road bicycle lanes and 46.1% wanted better 
information about existing safe and comfortable bicycle 
lanes.  When asked how the City could encourage more 
walking, 81.3% of respondents wanted more sidewalks 
and multi-use paths constructed, 62.5% wanted safety 
Community Bike Day in Wilmington.  Residents enjoy the city’s bike/ped infrastructure along the River to the Sea Bikeway. 
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of this unique partnership began with a $60,000 Fit 
Community grant provided to Wilmington by the N.C. 
Health and Wellness Trust Fund in 2009.  With this 
funding, the City constructed North Carolina’s first bicycle 
boulevard along the Ann Street corridor that connects 
historic neighborhoods to two schools, two fitness centers, 
Robert Strange Park, Martin Luther King Jr. Recreation 
Center, downtown Wilmington, and the Riverfront 
Farmers’ Market.  The Ann Street corridor completes the 
River to the Sea Bikeway within historic Wilmington.
The bicycle boulevard concept, which originated in 
Berkeley, California, is a strategy whereby bicycles are 
given priority over motor vehicles on an existing roadway 
corridor.  The bicycle boulevard strategy involves improved 
infrastructure such as curb extensions, alley resurfacing, 
high-visibility crosswalks, pavement markings, and 
wayfinding signage.  Internal policy changes are also 
required and include changes to City’s Traffic Engineering 
and Streets Division’s protocols to give priority to bicycles 
along the selected corridor.
The Ann Street corridor was originally identified 
during public meetings conducted by the City’s 
Neighborhood Traffic Management Program in late 2008 
as part of an area traffic-calming study.  During these 
meetings, residents expressed desires for a safer bicycle 
route between their neighborhoods and downtown, 
especially to attend regular events including the Riverfront 
Farmers’ Market and the Downtown at Sundown Concert 
Series.  Following the residents’ survey responses from 
2009, the Ann Street corridor was chosen as the most 
viable location for the downtown portion of the River to 
the Sea Bikeway.  
The Fit Community Task Force included many of 
the City’s new partners and successfully promoted to 
raise awareness of Wilmington’s new and existing bicycle 
and pedestrian facilities.  Following construction of the 
Ann Street bicycle boulevard, the partnership held four 
events that included free bicycle safety instruction to 
children and adults, free health screenings, and substantial 
programming efforts. The partnership also hosted six group 
rides along the Ann Street Bicycle Boulevard.  Overall, the 
partnership was able to provide bicycle safety instruction 
to approximately 150 people and about 100 people joined 
the group rides.  
The partnership has helped leverage additional 
funding sources in order to improve and expand the River 
to the Sea Bikeway.  For example, the New Hanover 
County Health Department, working with the UNCW 
Obesity Prevention Initiative and the City’s Transportation 
Division, applied for and received funding from the N.C. 
Department of Health and Human Services (NCDHHS) 
through the Eat Smart, Move More N.C. Community Grant 
Program.  Along with establishing community gardens and 
providing bicycle safety training, this $20,000 grant will 
help fund a multi-use path that extends the Ann Street 
Bicycle Boulevard east towards Wrightsville Beach. 
Additional Work of the Bike-Ped Partnerships
In addition to the Bikeway funding, four additional 
partnerships promote improved bicycle and pedestrian 
facilities in Wilmington: FedEx Safe Kids Walk This 
Way, Physical Activity in the Built Environment, Bicycle 
Friendly Community from the League of American 
Bicyclists, and Fit Community Designation for New 
Hanover County.  
The Eat Smart, Move More N.C. Task Force partnered 
with the Safe Kids Cape Fear Coordinator and applied for 
and received the FedEx Safe Kids Walk This Way grant. 
This $25,000 grant will fund intersection improvements 
along a highly-traveled pedestrian corridor that connects 
several community centers, schools, parks and transit stops 
with large low-income housing communities.  The goal of 
this partnership is to improve pedestrian connections to 
the Bikeway through enhanced crossings and innovative 
signal timing.
The partnership also collaborated to apply for 
the Physical Activity in the Built Environment Policy 
Initiative grant. NCDHHS awarded the City of Wilmington 
$24,999 in grant funding from the American Recovery 
and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) to reconcile policy 
conflicts between state and local levels of government. 
Local Resident Participates in Youth Bike Program.  Image 
courtesy of Adrienne Walters.  
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The majority of this funding is designated for salary for 
the project coordinator who will be identifying barriers to 
the implementation of built environment policy, attending 
Health Impact Assessment and advocacy training sessions, 
and advocating for state policy change to promote healthy 
environments and active lifestyles in North Carolina 
communities.  This task force consists of transportation 
planners, the Obesity Prevention Initiative coordinator, 
the Health Promotion Supervisor, and a health economist.  
The award was made by the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention as part of the “State Supplemental Funding 
for Healthy Communities, Tobacco Control, Diabetes 
Prevention and Control, and Behavioral Risk Factor 
Surveillance System.”
We hope that Wilmington’s unique partnerships 
will serve as models to other municipalities across North 
Carolina.  The transportation division has found it very 
beneficial to partner with local public health officials 
because we share common goals and objectives.  Having 
the right people at the table facilitates communication and 
is key to any successful initiative.  The people involved are 
motivated to think outside of the box and seek innovative 
funding opportunities.  Staying focused on shared interests 
helps Wilmington provide safe and accessible bicycle 
and pedestrian facilities to the public health benefit of all 
residents.    
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